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When the post arrived Linda Chalmers’ husband had left for the office and the children for school. There was only one letter and it was addressed to her, to Mrs Linda Chalmers. It was typed and to Linda it appeared to be a business letter. She wondered what it could be and why it should be addressed to her and not to Matthew. She took it through to the kitchen and sat down at the table. Finding a clean knife among the breakfast dishes, Linda slit open the envelope and drew out two pages. Only a few lines were typed on the second page and under them was a scrawled signature. From the heading she saw that the letter had come from a firm of solicitors in Inverness.


As she began to read her eyes widened in shock and horror. The letter was to inform her that their late client, Elizabeth Marshall, and her husband, Robert, had been killed when their car went out of control. The letter went on to say that no other car had been involved and that their daughter, Jennifer, a back-seat passenger, had escaped with bruising and was at present being cared for by a neighbour.


Horrified though she was Linda was mystified as to why she was being informed. As she read on the reason became clear and she stared at the words in total disbelief. This couldn’t be, it couldn’t. She read that part again to make sure she wasn’t mistaken. She wasn’t.


Linda wished that her husband was beside her. Matthew would deal with everything. Matthew who was always so calm, so reasonable, so dependable. It was very tempting to phone the office but she wouldn’t. She wasn’t one of those women who phoned their husband at every crisis or imagined crisis. Matthew, she knew, would not appreciate it if he was called away from an important meeting unless it was life or death and it was hardly that. He wouldn’t want to upset those in authority. The nineteen eighties was a difficult time. Job security was a thing of the past and there was no such thing as a safe job or a job for life. Her news would have to wait until Matthew came home.


The housework got done in fits and starts and at midday she made herself a snack lunch then stared at the plate with unseeing eyes. In the afternoon she prepared the vegetables for the evening meal and tried to keep her mind on what she was doing. The day dragged on. She could have phoned or gone to see her mother. She could have phoned her sister, Helen, although the likelihood of her being at home was small. Helen led a busy life. As well as looking after her husband and two teenage sons, she served on various committees and in her usual brisk manner, organised everything and everybody. No one seemed to mind too much. Helen could be overbearing and annoying at times but she was good to have around in times of trouble. There were plenty of folk who offered sympathy but Helen did much more. She would drive over to wherever it was with prepared food for the invalid and the family, too, should that be necessary.


Certainly her mother and Helen would have to be told at some point but not yet. This was something she and Matthew would have to discuss and she was becoming ever more nervous.


When Matthew did arrive home, Linda strove to act normally. Since she had waited this long she could hold out until the meal was over and the children upstairs doing their homework or busy with their own pursuits. They knew not to disturb their parents. Coffee in the sitting-room after the meal was their time to be together and relax. It was a time they both enjoyed.


Matthew drank some of his coffee and was looking at his wife curiously. He was a tall man with broad shoulders, not handsome in the conventional sense, but attractive for all that. He had thick, dark brown hair showing some grey and his eyes were blue-grey.


‘Has something happened? You seem a bit on edge.’


‘I am, though I thought I had hidden it.’


‘Not from me, I know you too well.’ He gave the slow smile she loved.


They made an attractive couple. Linda was a nice-looking woman of above average height. She had a neat figure with small firm breasts and she was blessed with long shapely legs. Her fair hair was curly and cut short. Linda was thirty-five, two years younger than her husband. The letter was to hand and she gave it to him.


‘That came after you left for the office.’


First he studied the envelope, turning it over. Linda closed her eyes for a moment. It was typical Matthew and it was infuriating. She would have had the letter out of its envelope and half read by this time.


‘What, tell me, is a firm of solicitors in Inverness doing writing to my wife? Has some long lost relative left you a fortune?’


‘If only,’ she said and managed the ghost of a smile.


When he began reading the letter, Linda studied his face but it gave nothing away. He did, however, go back to read part of it again. Only then did he look up.


‘Poor souls, what a dreadful end. Had the man lost his concentration or what?’


‘He must have, I suppose.’


‘You had better tell me something about this Elizabeth and Robert.’


‘Betty. She was always called Betty. She was my best friend, you should remember that.’


‘I think I do but vaguely. You lost touch?’


‘Yes.’


‘Did I ever meet her? I don’t seem to remember.’


Linda smiled. ‘No, you didn’t meet Betty. We, you and I, had just started to go steady when we got the invitation to their wedding. I had to go alone.’


‘Why was that?’


‘A week before the wedding you managed to break your leg playing rugby.’


He grinned. ‘Of course, I remember now. I remember it very well. My game was never the same after that.’


Linda worried her lower lip. ‘What are we to do, Matthew?’


‘I’m leaving it to you.’


Her eyes widened in shock. She hadn’t expected that. ‘Matthew, that isn’t fair. I can’t decide something like this on my own.’


‘I didn’t know you had a goddaughter,’ he said quietly.


‘Neither did I.’


‘What?’


‘It’s true, Matthew. I have absolutely no idea why this letter was sent to me. Why me?’


‘Linda, you must have been asked. Betty must have asked you.’


Linda was getting angry. ‘I’m telling you I wasn’t.’ She was almost shouting and put a shaking hand over her mouth.


‘Calm down, darling. This isn’t making sense to either of us but remember I know nothing at all. Tell me what you remember and take your time. I’ll pour us both more coffee and you can begin by telling me about your best friend from your college days. That will give you a starting point.’


She nodded. ‘I’m sorry I shouted, Matthew, but it was all getting on top of me.’


‘I’m not surprised. You have been worrying about it all day.’


‘I have. I nearly phoned you but I didn’t.’


‘There wasn’t much I could have done.’


‘I knew that.’ She took a deep breath. ‘I am going to get this hopelessly mixed up.’


‘Not to worry, we’ll sort it out.’


She took another deep breath. ‘Betty was very pretty, easily the best-looking girl in our year. She wasn’t conceited about her looks. She was just a very nice person and the two of us got on great.’


‘A very popular young woman?’


‘Very and, of course, the boys were all over her. She dated a few but it was Alan Stephenson she began to go out with regularly. Alan was crazy about her and he was genuinely nice. When they got engaged we were all delighted and Betty was so happy.’ She stopped.


‘Go on. This is when things went wrong, I imagine?’


She nodded. ‘It happened when Robert Marshall came on the scene. He was a bit older than our crowd and he was handsome. Really, really handsome, Matthew, and he had the charm to go with it.’ She paused to drink some of her coffee. ‘The moment he set eyes on Betty he wouldn’t leave her alone. She was flattered but she didn’t take him seriously. After all she was engaged to Alan and they were making plans for their wedding. Then suddenly the engagement was broken off . . .’


‘Did you have an inkling of what was going on? Did Betty confide in you?’


‘No, she didn’t. It was obvious to us that she was keyed up and nervous but we put it down to pre-wedding nerves. Then it was all out in the open. She had fallen in love with Robert and broken off her engagement to Alan.’


‘How did Alan take it, being thrown over?’


‘How do you expect? He was devastated but there was a quiet strength to Alan. He didn’t make things more difficult for Betty. He accepted that she didn’t want to marry him and decided he should disappear from the scene.’


‘Which he did?’


‘Yes.’


‘And, as is now obvious, she married the other bloke?’


‘Yes.’ Linda sighed.


‘What did you think of him?’


‘I didn’t like Robert, I didn’t trust him. I know we shouldn’t speak ill of the dead . . .’


‘Why not? I never understood the sense of that. A person was what he was.’


She smiled. ‘Robert was a bighead and thought himself wonderful.’


‘Did you suggest to Betty that he could be less than perfect?’


‘No, I did not. Don’t be silly, Matthew, Betty was on cloud nine.’


‘To say anything to Betty would have put your friendship at risk?’


‘The friendship might have survived but it would have been damaged.’


‘Sorry, I shouldn’t have interrupted. Go on.’


‘Have you finished?’ she said, looking into his coffee cup.


‘Yes, thank you.’


‘Perhaps you would put the coffee table back and we’ll get more room for our legs.’


Matthew got up to put the table back in its position.


‘Thank you, dear.’ She made herself more comfortable in the chair. ‘We invited them to our wedding but they didn’t come, which didn’t surprise me. I don’t think Robert had much in the way of qualifications but he had managed to get a job down south. They were settling in to a new house and Betty was expecting a baby.’


‘You kept in touch?’


‘Yes, we did but the letters were few and far between.’


‘You wouldn’t have known if the marriage was working out?’


‘Betty said nothing to suggest it wasn’t but reading between the lines I didn’t think she was happy. Robert never stuck for long in one job and Betty was working part time to help out. She couldn’t do full time, not with a baby to look after. Then they decided to take over a shop and small tearoom and for a while that was doing well then that failed too.’


‘Did you hear anything after that?’


Linda was becoming exasperated with Matthew. ‘Any letters I got were left for you to read.’


‘A personal letter – I might not have read that.’


‘You were given the chance. I never had any secrets from you.’


‘I wasn’t suggesting that. Let us get back on track. Was that the last you heard from your friend?’


‘No. She did write and apologised for the long delay in replying to my letter and to tell me that they were coming back to Scotland. She seemed to be happy about that and I thought we might manage to meet.’ Linda paused. ‘I wanted that but I am not sure that Betty did. She knew we were very happy . . .’


‘And if she wasn’t, she didn’t want you to know.’


‘I suppose that is possible. Anyway time went on and no letter. I couldn’t get in touch even if I wanted to because she hadn’t given me her address. And that, Matthew, is all I can tell you.’


He was silent for a few moments. ‘Don’t jump down my throat, but when the baby was born did she suggest . . .’


‘That I should be the baby’s godmother? No, Matthew, and I repeat no. I can’t make it plainer than that. Heavens! It isn’t the kind of thing one would forget.’


‘Had she asked you to be godmother to her daughter what would have been your answer?’


Linda thought for a few moments. ‘Had Betty asked me,’ she said slowly, ‘I would have considered it an honour. It is an honour. Yes, Matthew, I would have agreed and you would have known about it.’ She moistened her lips. ‘Did you have a godparent?’


‘No.’


‘Neither did I. I think long ago it was the custom in some families but not so much now.’


‘It is not exactly a written agreement. I mean there is nothing binding about it.’


‘I have to disagree with you there, Matthew,’ Linda said shaking her head. ‘It is binding when you give your word.’


‘Quite,’ he said in a clipped voice, ‘but you didn’t.’


‘That’s right, I didn’t.’


‘Not many godparents are called upon to do much more than remember birthdays and Christmas.’


Linda shivered.


‘You’re cold?’


‘No, I’m not. I was thinking of that poor child. How must she be feeling? Matthew, she has just lost both parents and apart from the pain of loss she must be feeling very scared. Neighbours cannot be expected to take care of her indefinitely.’


‘Does that mean you have made up your mind to take her?’


‘No, it doesn’t. If you want to know, I feel hard done by. Jennifer is not my responsibility yet I am made to believe she is.’


‘The letter does not suggest anything of the kind. You are being informed of the position, that the girl is at present being cared for by a neighbour.’


‘And I have been mentioned as godmother which is as much as saying that I should take some responsibility.’


‘You are reading too much in to it. At the moment you are too emotional to think clearly.’


‘Which is why I need to talk about it with you.’


Matthew didn’t think there was anything to talk about. The godmother bit was obviously some sort of misunderstanding and all Linda had to do was phone or write to this solicitor, express sorrow over what had happened to her old friend and her husband and then state very clearly that she was not in a position to offer the girl a home. Only, of course, being Linda she would be incapable of doing that. Hers was always the helping hand. He groaned inwardly.


‘How old is this girl?’


‘I’ve been working that out. Jennifer must be fifteen.’


‘Fifteen,’ he almost spluttered, ‘I thought we were talking about a nine- or ten-year-old. At that age she is able to take some responsibility for herself.’


‘Would you like to think of ours taking responsibility for themselves at that age?’


‘Not quite the same.’


‘I think it is.’


‘I meant she must know about her own relations.’


‘Not if she doesn’t have any, or I should say anyone prepared to give her a home for a few years.’ Linda let out a shaky breath. ‘Matthew, we don’t know what state she is in.’


‘She got off with cuts and bruises.’


‘What about the mental damage?’


‘She will have been seen by doctors.’


‘That sort of damage doesn’t always show up.’


‘Another problem if and when it does.’


‘I don’t see it that way.’


Matthew was fast losing patience. ‘What way do you see it?’


‘I think Jennifer might be in need of a bit of loving care.’


‘Which you are going to provide.’


‘No, I wouldn’t take that on myself.’


‘You think we can give it?’


‘I would like to think so,’ Linda said quietly.


‘Did you meet any of Betty’s family when you were at college?’


She nodded. ‘Her grandmother. Betty’s parents died when she was small and she was brought up by her grandmother. On the one occasion I was in her company I can remember thinking her quite old then.’


‘We can forget about her.’


‘I think so. Wouldn’t the solicitor know about relatives? No, of course not, not unless he was told,’ she answered herself.


‘It would appear yours is the only name he has.’


‘Why Betty should have given my name I can’t imagine. It just doesn’t make sense. What do you make of it, Matthew?’


‘I could be way out but I believe it might have happened this way.’ He put one long leg over the arm of the chair which usually earned him a rebuke but if Linda noticed she made no comment. ‘Betty could have been feeling a bit depressed, the marriage going through a bad time and she had begun to worry about the future. Maybe her health wasn’t so good and she got to wondering that if something were to happen to her, what was to become of Jennifer? I gather she didn’t have a lot of confidence in her husband.’


‘Robert would be duty-bound to look after his own daughter.’


‘He wouldn’t be the first to conveniently forget his responsibilities and clear out.’


‘If it was that, how awful and poor Betty.’


‘That was only a thought. It might not have been anything like that.’


‘On the other hand you could be right.’


‘She could have been thinking that way when you came in to her mind. Her best friend, someone she could trust.’


‘Fair enough, I could go along with that but surely I should have been asked?’


‘No doubt that was her intention but she kept putting it off and as time went on it was forgotten altogether.’


Linda nodded.


‘What about our three? They should have their say. Taking a stranger into our midst would be a big upheaval in their lives.’


‘They would quickly get used to it.’


‘Don’t be so sure.’


‘I agree they should have their say.’


‘No time like the present. Get them down here and we’ll find out.’


‘Matthew, it is too soon,’ Linda protested. ‘We need to discuss this further before we involve the children. And I would like to talk it over with Mother and Helen, find out what they think.’


Matthew was frowning. ‘With due respect, what they think is not important. This isn’t going to affect them.’


‘Thank you very much,’ she said huffily.


‘Of course talk it over with them, but there is no hurry.’


Linda got up. ‘I’ll call the children.’ She went to the foot of the stairs. ‘Hannah, Heather and Robin, come downstairs. Daddy and I want to talk to you.’
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‘What about? Can’t it wait?’


‘No.’


‘What is so urgent?’


‘You’ll find that out, Hannah, when you come down.’


‘This isn’t at all convenient, you know. I am working on something serious and stopping in the middle of it is going to break my concentration.’


‘You’ll get your concentration back just as you always do when your friend, Julie, phones,’ Linda said drily. The girls lived within easy walking distance of each other, they saw each other at school, yet still found it necessary to phone.


Silence.


‘I want the three of you downstairs now. That is an order,’ she said in her ‘I am not standing any nonsense’ voice.


Linda went back to the sitting-room and there was the clatter of feet on the stairs. Robin, in grey trousers and a light grey shirt was first down and sat cross-legged on the floor. Hannah was behind him and frowning. She sat on the sofa and crossed her long skinny legs. At thirteen years of age, Hannah was very conscious of her appearance and it didn’t please her one little bit. The other two had all the luck. They had their mother’s fair curly hair whereas hers was light brown and dead straight. She couldn’t leave it alone. Either she was stretching strands of it across her mouth or tucking it behind her ears.


Linda could see the promise of beauty and told her so but Hannah was having none of it. She was never going to get a boyfriend, she was convinced of that.


Heather, on the plump side and pretty, joined her sister on the sofa but sat as far away as possible.


Linda was frowning and shaking her head. ‘Robin, we do stretch to chairs in this house.’


The boy made no effort to get up. ‘I like sitting on the floor.’


‘Robin,’ his father roared. ‘You heard your mother. Sit on a chair and do as you are told.’


The child’s lips trembled. His daddy never spoke like that to him and Linda was looking at her husband in surprise. The prospect of having Jennifer to live with them must be upsetting him more than she thought. She was finding it upsetting too. Matthew was going about this in the wrong way.


She pulled the leather pouffé nearer to her chair and Robin sat down quickly. The thumb went in to his mouth. Robin was eight years of age and he had almost outgrown that bad habit. It only happened when he was distressed. Linda gently removed Robin’s thumb from his mouth and put a protective hand on his shoulder. If Matthew was to call him a baby that would be the last straw.


‘Daddy, I think I know what it is. You’ve lost your job.’


‘No, Heather, I haven’t. Why should I have lost my job?’


‘Mary McKenzie’s daddy was paid off. She was crying in school because they won’t have any money.’


‘I’m glad to say my job seems safe enough at present.’ He paused. ‘Your mother has something she wants to tell you.’


Linda could have wished for more time to prepare herself. In this kind of situation the right words were important. She would keep it short and simple and hope for the best. When she got to the end both girls remained silent. Robin twisted round on the pouffé to look at his mother. He was a tender-hearted little boy, too tenderhearted Linda often thought, and she worried about him. Matthew said he would toughen up but not if she fought his battles for him.


‘If that girl has no place to live she will have to come and stay with us.’


That was a relief. ‘You would like that?’


‘Not much,’ he said gloomily and Matthew grinned.


‘Does that mean you don’t want her to live with us?’


‘No, Mummy, I never said that. She . . .’


‘Jennifer. I think we should give the girl her name.’


‘She – Jennifer – can come but I wish she was a boy. I would like a big brother.’


‘Where would she sleep?’ Hannah said abruptly.


‘Hannah, I hadn’t got to thinking that far.’ And neither had she. ‘I suppose you and Heather could share . . .’


‘Oh, no, nothing doing,’ Hannah said, sitting bolt upright and looking outraged. ‘I thought it might be that and I am telling you here and now that I am not having it. And that is final,’ she said in case any doubt still remained.


‘Well! Well!’ Linda said, taken aback.


‘And that goes for me too, I’m not sharing with Hannah,’ Heather said with a toss of her head. ‘If she has to come here we will have to move to a bigger house.’


‘I like it here, I don’t want to go away,’ Robin said fearfully.


‘Don’t worry, son, we will not be moving,’ Matthew said firmly. He looked at Heather then turned his attention to Linda. She took the hint.


‘This is our home, Heather, and as Daddy says this is where we stay. Moving house is not an option.’


Linda was remembering the time when they bought the house. With the arrival of Robin, the four-apartment bungalow had been too small for their needs. They required an extra bedroom, two extra bedrooms, in fact. Before long the girls would want their own rooms. She smiled thinking of the excitement when that day had come. The smile faded when she thought of what she was asking. No wonder Hannah was rebelling, and Heather too, although not quite so forcefully.


She was asking a lot and they were only children. How would she have felt if at Hannah’s age she had been asked to share her bedroom? Not at all happy, that was for sure. Very likely she, too, would have rebelled. Hannah was making her position very clear. There was no way she was going to share, not with her sister and most certainly not with a strange girl.


Linda could see no answer to her problem. She could, of course, be worrying about something that wouldn’t happen. Some long-lost relative might already have appeared on the scene.


Her thoughts drifted back to their home. Matthew and she had all but decided to reserve one of the bigger houses being built on the new estate and there was no reason at all why they should have gone to view Hillcrest. The stone-built family house was situated in a quiet cul-de-sac in Abbotsfield, a pleasant little village not far from Dundee. It was beyond their means. Matthew said it was unfair to put the occupants to the trouble of showing them around when they were in no position to put in a reasonable offer. Linda had agreed with every word Matthew said but in spite of that they had gone to view the house.


It was madness. Linda fell in love with Hillcrest the moment she stepped inside and Matthew was very favourably impressed. They went home to do more calculations but the result was the same. There was no way they could afford it. And that might have been the end of the matter if Linda’s mother hadn’t come to the rescue. When her time came, she told them, all she had would be divided between her two daughters. Helen’s husband, George, was an architect, a successful one, and in no need of financial help. Their share would come to them in the fullness of time. ‘Believe me, my dears,’ she had said, ‘I am not depriving myself of anything in order to help you out. I have all I could ever want. My small comfortable cottage is ideal, my car might be old but it is very reliable and there is more than enough for me to live on.’


Matthew was shaking his head. He didn’t have George’s kind of money it was true but he did hold down a responsible position with the well-established engineering firm of Charles Rattray & Sons. He was clever and conscientious and promotion was in his sights. The future should be bright but nothing these days was certain. There could be a slump in trade. Matthew had a horror of debt and it required a lot of persuasion but eventually his mother-in-law talked him in to it.


‘You need the money now not later,’ Kirsty had told him gently. ‘To find the house of your dreams is rather wonderful. Please don’t let pride stand in the way.’


He had smiled at that. ‘All right, you win,’ Matthew said, getting up to give his mother-in-law a kiss on the cheek. ‘This is very generous of you, Kirsty,’ he said huskily.


George, her other son-in-law, called her Ma which she heartily disliked. She ought to have said so at the start but she hadn’t and now it was too late. Matthew said he wasn’t going to call her Ma or Mother-in-law. If she had no objections, he would use her Christian name. Kirsty assured him she had none and that to be called Kirsty by a handsome young man would make her forget her age.


‘I’m just so glad I can be of help.’


‘This will be repaid as soon as possible,’ Matthew’s voice was firm.


‘There is absolutely no hurry.’ There was the faintest touch of annoyance in her voice. She knew Matthew wouldn’t be happy until the debt was repaid in full. In the event promotion had come quickly and before they could have expected it, Kirsty’s money was returned to her with grateful thanks. Hillcrest was the kind of house where a young couple would want to put down roots and bring up a family and they would be forever grateful to Kirsty for making it possible.


The old couple who were selling the house had taken a liking to Linda and Matthew. There was a lot of interest in the house and they could have held out for more but they accepted what they considered a fair price. The sweet-faced lady had loved her house and she wanted it to go to someone who would care for it the way she had. Linda would, she was sure. They were moving to a much smaller house and the heavy furniture would look out of place. If the young couple should want it they were very welcome. It would give them a start and the children would have their freedom. Most little ones were boisterous at times and heavy furniture didn’t show the damage. Linda and Matthew were delighted. Solid pieces like that were in demand and would have fetched a good price in the saleroom. As a thank you gift, Linda had found out their new address and arranged for the delivery of a handsome bouquet of flowers and a card to wish them health and happiness in their new home.


Linda’s thoughts had returned to the present.


Hannah looked glum. She was glum. She didn’t want to be thought of as selfish and she didn’t think she was. Being the eldest of the family gave her status. Jennifer, whatever her second name was, was not family but Mum would make sure that she was treated the same. No, not the same, better than family. There would be a big fuss made of her and she and Heather would be told to be especially nice and make her feel welcome and wanted. Hannah felt a rush of anger. Robin, being the boy, was safe enough, he didn’t have to share. In any case his bedroom, which was much smaller than theirs, couldn’t accommodate two single beds. And as for Mum and Dad, it wouldn’t affect them. Married couples shared a bedroom or most of them did. Julie’s parents didn’t, their daughter told Hannah in confidence. They had separate rooms. And it wasn’t because they weren’t on speaking terms, it was nothing like that. Her dad snored. He always had but it was getting worse. And it kept her mum from sleeping. Julie had giggled. She hadn’t known if her mother had meant it or not but she had said it was separate rooms or a divorce.


I don’t want that girl, Jennifer, here, Hannah thought miserably but it was going to happen. She knew it was.


‘Mum.’


‘Yes, Hannah?’


‘I am not trying to be difficult but I do have rights.’


‘And what are those rights, Hannah?’


‘As the eldest of this family I am surely entitled to have my own bedroom.’


Linda didn’t answer.


‘How old is she?’ eleven-year-old Heather asked.


‘Fifteen.’


Hannah stared at her mother. This was worse than ever.


‘If she comes she will be the eldest,’ Heather said triumphantly.


‘No, she won’t, she isn’t family, she doesn’t count,’ Hannah said furiously.


‘Will you two stop it? Really, I have to say I am disappointed. I had thought better of you both.’


Linda waited for some support from Matthew. She tried to catch his eye, but he pretended not to notice.


Robin was getting bored and was amusing himself by tilting the pouffé until he fell off.


‘She can come, I don’t mind,’ he said, hoping to hurry matters along so that he could get back to playing with his Dinky toys that Aunt Helen had said he could have. She had been in her attic giving it a good clean and come across the toy box. Her boys were well beyond that stage and Robin had been told to choose what he wanted. It had been a difficult choice, too difficult for Robin, and it had ended as he had hoped it would. His daddy brought the lot home in the boot of the car.


‘I know you don’t, dear, you are a very kind boy.’


‘Oh, a very kind boy, is he? Easy enough for him, I would say. He isn’t being asked to share his bedroom. This won’t affect him hardly at all and that goes for you and Dad too.’


Linda gasped.


‘Hannah has a point, Linda. She is voicing her thoughts, which is what we wanted, so leave it there.’


Hannah gave her father a grateful look.


‘I declare this meeting over,’ Matthew announced. ‘We were merely sounding you out and remember, it may never happen.’


‘Don’t kid yourself, Dad, it will. Mum will give her—’


‘Jennifer,’ Linda said gently.


‘Mum will give Jennifer a home, she will see it as her duty or she will have sleepless nights worrying about her.’


‘I have something to say, I’m not finished,’ Heather said.


‘Hurry up then and say what you have to,’ Matthew said, looking at the clock.


‘There is a solution to this and a very easy one.’ She stopped and looked at everyone.


‘And what is this easy solution?’


‘Dad, why didn’t you think of it? You could have an extension built on the back of the house.’


‘No.’


It was an emphatic no, but Heather went on.


‘I could find out from Geraldine Grainger how much it would cost. They built one on for a playroom and it’s super.’


‘No,’ Matthew repeated.


‘OK, since you can’t afford an extension I’ll be very noble. Jennifer can share my bedroom but not my wardrobe, she will have to get one of her own.’


‘Not a problem,’ Linda smiled.


‘I won’t say I am going to like it but I am not selfish like someone I could name.’ The sisters glared at each other.


Hannah did feel uncomfortable. She didn’t see herself as being selfish. Rather she was being firm. One had to look out for oneself in this world, she told herself. She remembered her dad saying that and that was all she was doing.


Matthew had grunted something and left the room.


‘The three of you can go upstairs and carry on with what you were doing.’


‘What about the dishes?’


‘I’m letting you both off, Heather. For this once I’ll see to everything myself.’


‘Great.’ There was a noisy exodus.


Linda was taking a very long time to clear the table and to do the washing-up. It was deliberate and a way of keeping her in the kitchen. Enough had been said on the subject but she couldn’t trust herself to keep quiet if she was sitting with Matthew.


Just before everything was tidied away Matthew popped his head round the door. ‘You still at it, dear?’


‘Finished now.’


‘That was a mistake letting them off.’


‘No, it wasn’t and I didn’t mind.’


‘You wanted peace to do more thinking.’


‘Perhaps.’


‘Try and forget it and remember you do not have to get involved,’ he said pointedly.


‘I know, Matthew, but it doesn’t seem to help.’


‘I’m off to the garage. Just remembered I’m low on petrol and if I get a move on I’ll be there before it closes.’


‘On you go then.’


‘Maybe I’ll stop for a drink on the way back.’


‘Good idea,’ she smiled.


Matthew wasn’t a regular at the local but he was probably feeling like a beer and a chat with whoever was there. Men didn’t have to know each other to get in to conversation.


It was mid-September and they had been enjoying a particularly mild spell. In another week or two, or before that if the weather changed, the heating would have to go on. Radiators made for less work and were efficient. Fine for the rest of the house, Linda and Matthew agreed, but not for the sitting-room. They had retained the original fireplace and never regretted it. A coal fire topped with logs gave out a good heat and added the homely touch. Linda didn’t grumble about the work involved though her sister, Helen, thought she was mad. She and George were more than happy with their stylish log-effect fire. Kirsty had her coal fire and agreed with Linda that there was nothing to beat the real thing.


In the sitting-room Linda sat back in the chair and closed her eyes. If she was honest with herself she was disappointed in Matthew. She saw him as being less than helpful. Why couldn’t he have been decisive as he usually was? What she had been looking for from him was a definite yes, the girl can stay here, make her home with us, or an equally definite no, she cannot come, it is out of the question. Then she would have known where she stood. The matter would have been out of her hands. Only Matthew wasn’t playing it that way. Like the girls he was seeing Jennifer as a threat to their family life but he wasn’t coming right out and saying it. As far as Matthew was concerned this was his wife’s problem and it was up to her to sort it out. What should she do? She was tom both ways. This girl, Betty’s daughter and recently orphaned, needed her or needed someone. There was little doubt her need was greatest but the price to pay might be too high. They were a normal happy family who occasionally squabbled but nothing more serious than that. Jennifer was an unknown, how would she fit in?


Hannah was going to be a problem. Linda had expected some opposition but not this amount of hostility. Her elder daughter wasn’t selfish by nature and she was acting out of character. Was she afraid? Did she see Jennifer as a threat to her own security? If so she was being very silly. There was enough love to go around, no one was being deprived. Linda adored her family and they must know that. She sighed at the enormity of the problem. If it were true that the girl had no one, what would happen to her? A foster home for a few years – some were good, some were not.


Linda and Matthew were in bed with the light out when Linda again brought up the subject.


‘Matthew, what am I to do?’


‘Go to sleep.’


‘I can’t, not with this on my mind.’


‘Throw away the letter, pretend you didn’t get it.’


‘Matthew, be serious.’


‘Maybe that is what I am being.’ He drew her closer and she snuggled in. The warmth of his body was reassuring and as always when he was near, she felt safe and cherished. It was easier to talk in the darkness when faces were hidden. Expressions could give so much away. ‘Seriously, darling,’ he said after a pause, ‘I think you are asking a lot of the kids. That is what they are, just kids, and they don’t want their well-ordered life to change. This is a stranger, not someone they know. And not for a visit. If they weren’t too happy with the visitor at least the end would be in sight.’


‘You are making Jennifer sound like a monster.’


‘We know nothing about her.’


‘She is Betty’s daughter.’


‘She is also her father’s daughter and you didn’t think much of him. Sleep on it. Tomorrow is another day.’


‘You don’t want her to come here but you won’t come right out and say it.’


‘Is that what you want me to do? Linda, I am sorry for the girl, who wouldn’t be, but face facts. Not a day goes by without a tragedy somewhere. If you want my suggestion . . .’


‘You know I do.’


‘Ring this solicitor in Inverness. Put him fully in the picture and I think he will agree that Jennifer is not your responsibility.’


‘If I walk away, what will become of her?’


‘She won’t be abandoned. Qualified people will assess the situation and do what they think best. We don’t know but there could be a bit of money . . .’


‘Highly unlikely. Robert was quite often unemployed.’


‘A solicitor is involved so there has to be something.’


‘Robert’s name wasn’t mentioned, just Betty. Maybe her grandmother left money . . .’


‘Darling, could we give it a rest. I do have to work tomorrow and I need some sleep.’


‘Sorry.’ She yawned. ‘Before I ring the solicitor I’ll get in touch with Mother.’


‘Do that.’ He turned away and in a few minutes she heard his steady breathing. As for Linda, sleep had never been further away.
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As soon as she had the house to herself, Linda phoned her mother and the call was immediately answered.


‘That was quick.’


‘I was passing the phone when it rang. This is very early, Linda, what brings you on?’


‘Mum, something has come up and I need your advice rather urgently and Helen’s too.’


‘Why, what has happened?’ Kirsty said sharply.


‘Nothing for you to worry about.’


‘I doubt that when to me you sound to be in a bit of a state.’


‘I am not,’ Linda said trying to steady her voice, ‘I just need advice.’


‘Why not tell me what this is about?’


‘Not over the phone. Mum, if you have nothing arranged how about coming here for coffee? When I ring off I’m going to phone Helen but the chances are she will be tied up.’


‘Look, darling, I have a better idea. Why not come to me and let me phone Helen. Curiosity will very likely win the day and she’ll cancel whatever it is she has arranged.’


Linda was smiling. ‘You could be right. Thanks, Mum, I’ll leave everything in your capable hands and believe it or not just talking to you has helped.’


Kirsty Cameron was thoughtful as she replaced the receiver. Linda wasn’t the type to panic although panic was perhaps too strong a word. Anxious or worried would better describe it. Certainly she, herself, was worried. She phoned Helen.


‘Mum, can’t it wait? I’m on my way out.’


‘You usually are or I’ve missed you. Linda is just off the phone, some sort of crisis, I gather, and she wants our advice – yours and mine.’


‘What sort of crisis?’


‘She didn’t say.’


‘Mum, she must have said something.’


‘If she did I didn’t hear it.’


‘You don’t think there is something wrong, I mean with their marriage? That would be a crisis.’


‘No, I don’t think that for a single moment. That is one very strong marriage.’


‘I have to agree but one is always being surprised. Look at Bob and Janet . . .’


‘I haven’t time to look at Bob and Janet. Linda is coming to the cottage for coffee and you are invited, though I gather you won’t manage.’


‘It is very inconvenient but, as I always say, family first. I’ll give my apologies and be right over. Anything you need? Shall I bring biscuits?’


‘No, thank you, that won’t be necessary. My cupboard is not completely bare. There is a sultana cake and some short-bread fingers I bought at the church sale on Saturday. Not as good as I make myself but they have to be eaten.’


‘I’m curious, aren’t you?’


‘Yes, I am, Helen. I’m curious and worried.’


‘Silly to worry until you know there is something to worry about.’


‘We can’t all be like you, Helen. Worry comes naturally to some of us. I’ll ring off and you come when you are ready.’ Kirsty put down the phone. It was kept on top of the bureau with a chair beside the bureau where she could sit if it was to be a lengthy call.


At sixty-five years of age, Kirsty Cameron was still an attractive woman. Her face was lined, but she was comfortable with that. I look my age and what is wrong with that, she would say. Kirsty was most certainly not a hypochondriac, but she took care of herself so as not to be a burden to others. She tried to walk at least a mile a day and ate sparingly of nourishing food.


She kept her cottage neat and tidy and that required no great effort, a person on their own didn’t make much dust. Kirsty would never have described herself as houseproud but she did have a routine, though she would think nothing of breaking it. The Hoover was taken round once a week and the bathroom and kitchen given a good clean. As for the rest of the week, a quick dust was all it got. Today it wasn’t even going to get that. She had more important things on her mind.


It was at times like this when she wished that John was sitting in his armchair, smoking his pipe, and telling her to calm down. Kirsty missed him dreadfully but she hid her grief. What was the point of making others miserable? Grief should be private. It was five years since she had moved in to the cottage. Five years since she was widowed and it was about that time that the cottage in Sunnybank had come on the market. The home she had shared with her husband was much too big for one person. Much too big for an elderly couple but John had never shown any enthusiasm for moving. Not worth all the upheaval, better to stay put for as long as possible, he had said.


She often thought of John, even talked to him at times. He had been a quietly spoken, kindly man who had doted on his wife and daughters, his ‘girls’, as he called them. For John to lose his temper was rare, whereas Kirsty was quick to anger but her rage never lasted and she didn’t harbour resentment. Theirs had been a good marriage built on love and respect. John had been ten years older than his wife and very protective. She hadn’t always appreciated that but it was what she missed.


Linda and Helen arrived in their cars within minutes of each other and were chatting in the sitting-room while their mother busied herself in the kitchen. Their offer of assistance had been refused.


‘I think I can manage, thank you. And, Linda, not a word about whatever it is until I am through.’


After a few minutes Kirsty arrived with the tray and Helen was on her feet to take it from her and put it on the sideboard. Linda set the coffee cups on the coffee table and Kirsty poured the coffee. The cake was offered, declined, and the three of them took a shortbread finger.


‘Now, Linda, what is this all about?’


Linda bent down to take an envelope from her handbag. ‘I want you to read this letter, Mum, then give it to Helen. When you have read it you will know as much about it as I do.’


‘My spectacles.’ Kirsty got up to look for them and found them on top of the television set. How they had got there she had no idea. She put them on and began to read the letter, taking her time. Then without a word handed it to Helen. Helen read it twice.


‘What a dreadful thing to happen,’ Helen said, putting the letter back in its envelope and returning it to Linda. ‘I seem to recall meeting your friend, Betty, or there again maybe I am confusing—’


‘You aren’t. You did meet her once and Mum did several times.’


Kirsty was nodding. ‘A nice girl and very pretty.’


‘Yes.’


‘And you are godmother to her daughter—’


‘No, that was news to me. Not at any time did Betty ask me to be godmother to Jennifer. Heavens, Mum, we had lost touch and even when we did correspond it was only once in a blue moon. I wasn’t at fault, I answered her letters after a few weeks.’


‘You were definitely not asked?’


Linda almost choked on her shortbread. ‘Not you as well, Helen. I’ve told you, and why should I lie? There was never any mention of godmother. Matthew has difficulty in believing me too,’ she said bitterly.


‘Sorry, I didn’t mean it that way,’ Helen said, patting her sister’s hand. ‘Only it does seem incredible, doesn’t it, that she should give that information to her solicitor?’


Linda nodded miserably. ‘It has put me in an intolerable situation, I don’t know what to do.’


‘I think I can see how it might have happened,’ Kirsty said slowly. ‘Correct me in case I have got this wrong. Did Betty run off with someone, break off her engagement?’


‘She broke off her engagement but she didn’t run off with Robert. Don’t you remember, I had to go to the wedding on my own? Matthew broke his leg playing rugby.’


‘Yes, it’s coming back and as I started to say, I can see how it might have happened.’ She paused. ‘There are no close relatives, I gather?’


‘No. Both Betty and Robert were only children.’


‘Probably something said on the spur of the moment. Maybe the girl was distressed at the time, worried for the future or the future of her child. Who knows . . .’


‘I suppose it could have been something like that.’ Linda moistened her lips. ‘Maybe I am wrong to feel some responsibility for Betty’s child but I do. You see, had she asked me to be Jennifer’s godmother I would have said yes.’


‘But you weren’t, Linda, and there lies the difference. You are not responsible for that girl’s welfare.’


‘What if I feel I am?’


‘You shouldn’t. Mum, that shortbread isn’t bad,’ she said, reaching for another piece and putting it on her plate.


‘No, it isn’t.’


‘Linda?’


‘Yes, Helen, what?’


‘You are not seriously considering taking this girl into your home?’


‘This girl, as you call her, has lost her parents in the most tragic of circumstances.’


‘No one is disputing that. What about Matthew and the kids?’


‘They wouldn’t suffer.’


‘How can you be so sure? You can’t. In your place I would—’


‘Walk away.’


‘In a manner of speaking, yes. I wouldn’t risk upsetting my own family. And you have to remember Betty was only a college friend.’


‘My best friend.’


‘We all had best friends when we were young,’ she said dismissively, ‘but that doesn’t put us under any obligation.’


‘I’m sorry but I think it does.’


‘Do you think I could have my say?’ Kirsty said mildly.


‘Sorry, Mum,’ Helen grinned. ‘I’ll shut up.’


‘Would there be any money?’


‘Why?’ Linda raised her eyebrows.


‘Just tell me.’


‘I can’t know for sure but I would have said it was highly improbable, Robert had difficulty holding down a job.’


‘Must be a little when a solicitor is involved.’


‘Maybe Betty’s grandmother left her something. Mum, I don’t see where this is leading.’


‘I’ve forgotten, myself, for the moment.’ The three of them laughed.


‘How old is Jennifer?’


‘She must be fifteen, Helen.’


‘Heavens, I thought we were talking about a child. Fifteen-year-olds are just about grown up these days, especially girls.’


‘In some ways, maybe. They do need someone to turn to.’


‘True, I suppose. What is Matthew saying to all this and have you discussed it with the family?’


‘Matthew is not being very helpful. He says it is up to me.’


‘He isn’t keen?’


‘No.’


‘And the family?’


‘Oh, mixed.’ Linda sighed. ‘Hannah is being quite awful. She nearly hit the roof when I suggested that she and Heather could go back to sharing a bedroom.’


‘You didn’t? Heavens, no wonder she nearly hit the roof!’ Helen sounded totally shocked. ‘What right had you to ask that of them?’


‘Every right, I would have thought. I am their mother.’ Linda had flushed angrily.


‘Now! Now! raised voices won’t get us anywhere and I’ve remembered what I was going to say.’ Kirsty paused to take a sip of coffee then replaced the cup on to its saucer. ‘Should there be a bit of money the girl could finish her education at boarding-school. It would only be for a couple of years or so and you could have her for the holidays or part of them.’


Helen was nodding her head and Linda’s face brightened but only for a moment.


‘Mum, that was a brilliant suggestion and it would solve everything but sadly I am all but sure there won’t be that kind of money.’


‘Worth making enquiries and I imagine the solicitor would tell you. Why don’t you phone to find out the true position.’


‘Matthew said that and I will.’


‘Phoning might not be all that satisfactory. Better to go and see him, talking face to face is so much easier. Would Matthew take time off to go with you?’


‘I think it unlikely and to be honest I’m not sure that I would want him there.’


‘How about me?’


‘Would you come with me, Mum?’


‘Of course, you silly girl. I might not be of much help but having company is better than being on your own.’


‘That would be marvellous and you would be a big help and you know it. Thanks so much, I’ll phone this solicitor when I get home to acknowledge his letter and make an appointment to see him. Have you any days I need to avoid?’


‘Nothing I can’t postpone – and you will have to fit in with him.’


‘His secretary will deal with that,’ Helen said knowingly. She paused to drain the rest of her coffee and declined more when asked. ‘How will you go? The train journey is a nightmare, so many stops.’


‘Helen, I have friends who go regularly to Inverness by train and I haven’t heard them complain.’


Helen made a face as though to say, that is me told off.


‘My car is dodgy, it’s playing up . . .’ Linda began.


‘Mine isn’t. We’ll take it and share the wheel.’ It was fortunate Kirsty didn’t see the look that passed between her daughters.


‘OK.’


‘We’ll have an overnight stay in some small hotel or guest-house. That way we won’t have to rush around. Will the family cope without you for one night?’


‘Very easily. Matthew can cook, although I would leave something that only needed heating up. The girls will do their bit and if Robin is home first he can stay with his friend’s mother. I’ll give Tessa a ring.’


Helen was looking at her neat little wrist-watch. Kirsty wondered how she could make out the time on such a small face. To her it was just a blur and, depressingly, another sign of advancing years.


‘I really must dash, thanks for the coffee, Mum.’ She smiled to Linda. ‘You seem to have everything under control and, as you know, I am always there if I should be needed.’


‘Where?’ Linda grinned.


For a moment Helen looked put out. ‘I admit to leading a busy life but if I am needed you can depend on me.’


‘I know that, Helen, I wasn’t being serious.’


Helen was on her feet and reaching for her handbag and car keys. She was a tall woman of a heavier build than her sister. Although never a slave to fashion she dressed stylishly. The skirt of her dark grey suit was narrow and being long legged she looked good in it. Linda thought her sister carried herself well.


‘Keep me in the picture.’


‘Of course,’ Linda said, ‘and thanks for coming.’


‘OK if I tell George what is going on?’


‘Of course, you didn’t have to ask. Not the boys, though, wait until it happens.’


‘Or doesn’t,’ Helen smiled as she opened the door.


Linda was putting the cups on the tray ready to take through to the kitchen. She stopped for a moment and looked at her mother.


‘If I should decide to take Jennifer—’


‘You are thinking too far ahead. This is a very big step for all concerned and it needs careful consideration.’


‘I’ve done nothing else but think about it. There is just the chance that Jennifer may prefer to stay with this neighbour who has been looking after her. That way she wouldn’t have to change schools and lose her friends.’


‘In which case we can all breathe a sigh of relief.’


‘That sounds so uncharitable, so unfriendly and I hope that we as a family are not that.’


‘You aren’t, my dear, but no one would think any worse of you and yours for wishing things to remain the same.’


‘Nothing ever does.’


‘True, but this would make a big upheaval in your lives.’


‘Mum, it is just possible that we may have to bring Jennifer home with us. I mean, we don’t want to make a return trip if that could be avoided.’


‘I’m sure if Jennifer was met at the station she would manage the train journey on her own.’


‘I suppose so.’


‘You don’t care for the idea?’


‘No, I don’t. We don’t know what state she will be in. She wasn’t badly hurt but what about the mental damage? It isn’t easy to assess that.’


‘Linda, Jennifer will have been examined by a specialist and we will find out about that when we go through. Leave the cups – I’ve all day.’


‘Thanks, Mum, thanks for everything. Just as soon as I have something to report I’ll be on the phone to you. What did I do with my car keys?’


‘In your hand.’


‘Oh, God, so they are. Good thing Helen isn’t here.’


‘It is. I often wonder how we managed to produce such an efficient and energetic daughter. She didn’t get it from me or your father.’


‘A throw-back.’


‘Must be.’
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The telephone call to Samuel Brady, the solicitor in Inverness, had been disappointing. Linda had chosen a particularly busy time and there had been no opportunity for a talk and a chance to ask questions. They would talk at length when she came through to Inverness. Mr Brady was soft-spoken and very polite. He would be delighted to see her in his office and his secretary would arrange a day and a time to suit. The call was returned to his secretary who sounded extremely efficient. The appointment was made for Wednesday of the following week at three thirty.


Linda was glad of the few days. She felt there was more time needed to discuss the matter. Matthew was heartily sick of the subject. He had worries at work and could do without coming home to more.


‘Matthew, I know you have other things on your mind but this isn’t going to go away. I mean I can’t just ignore a call for help.’


‘If that is what it is.’ They were having coffee after their meal. It was their time for relaxing and discussing what had to be discussed. Only it was no longer relaxing and the subject never changed.


‘Darling, you haven’t thought this through.’


‘I thought I had.’


Maybe this was the time to put his foot down. Maybe he should have done it before instead of leaving it to his wife and hoping she would make the sensible decision. He should have known she was too soft-hearted.


‘I am not hard-hearted and an extra mouth to feed is nothing.’


She smiled. Matthew was coming round, he hadn’t wanted to be rushed that was all. ‘Matthew, you are anything but hard-hearted.’


‘In this case I can’t afford to be soft. You see I am thinking ahead. We have our own three to educate and I have high hopes for them.’


‘So have I. We have three bright children,’ Linda said proudly.


‘We want to do our best for them . . .’


Linda was frowning, her coffee forgotten. ‘Matthew, where is this leading?’


‘I’ll tell you where it is leading. You will agree, I think, that we have a reasonable standard of living, but we are by no means well off.’


‘Yes, I know that.’


He rubbed his hands over his face and sighed. ‘If we were to take this girl into our home, am I expected to fork out for her education? When I say education, I mean further education. When she leaves school.’


‘She is fifteen. We wouldn’t have to consider that for a year or two.’


‘That isn’t long.’


‘She could leave and get a job in an office or something.’


‘She could. What if she turns out to be bright, bright enough for university?’


‘Couldn’t we cross that bridge when we come to it?’


‘No, we need to think about it now.’


‘There could be a little money.’


‘You must ask. You have that right if we are to take her.’


‘This makes us sound so mean.’


‘It does not.’


‘If there is nothing, can’t we apply to some authority or somewhere?’ Linda said vaguely.


‘I have no doubt we could but I don’t want that.’


‘You don’t want Jennifer.’


‘That is right. I don’t,’ he said tersely.


‘Had you said so at the beginning we could have avoided all this. It isn’t too late. I’ll phone Inverness and cancel the appointment.’


‘No, don’t do that. Find out what there is to find out. Arrangements may have already been made. You can satisfy yourself that all is well.’


She nodded. ‘I would like to meet Betty’s daughter.’


‘Then do so.’


‘She could spend a holiday with us if she wished.’


‘Certainly, I have no problem with that.’


It had been Kirsty’s suggestion that she time her arrival at Linda’s house for shortly after eight thirty and her daughter had gone along with that. By then the children would have left for school and Matthew for the office.


Wednesday saw Kirsty up bright and early. She liked to give herself plenty of time and she also liked to have a plan and work to it. After a breakfast of a soft boiled egg and toast and two cups of tea she cleared the table and washed the dishes. That done and the dishes put away in the cupboard, she made the bed, gave a quick tidy and returned to the kitchen to prepare a flask of coffee for the journey. She remembered to put out sugar and milk. There was a small bottle kept for the purpose and Kirsty filled it or almost filled it with milk, then twisted the top on as tight as she could. As for sugar, Kirsty had a supply. The sugar lumps came from various coffee houses where one’s allowance was usually put on the saucer. Kirsty would drop the surplus lumps into her handbag for occasions such as now. She buttered four pieces of gingerbread and placed them in a Tupperware box and from the cupboard she stretched up for a packet of custard creams. If neither of them felt like a biscuit they would do for the return journey.


Linda might be annoyed and consider it a waste of time but she would insist that they stop somewhere for a decent lunch. Then after it they would take a short walk and get some fresh air into their lungs.
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